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WEST SENECA 


Leydecker Road covered bridge. Built in 1865, demolished in 1935. 


by Ethelyn Weller 


West Seneca is closely related to the 
towns of Cheektowaga and Hamburg 
from which it was formed in 1851. At 
first it was called Seneca, this name 
being changed the next year to West 
Seneca. 


The history of this area goes far 
back. In fact, there have been evi- 
dences that Mound Builders once oc- 
cupied the land near Buffalo Creek. 
The earliest written records of any 
white occupation along the Niagara 
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Frontier were of Jesuit missionaries 
who came to Canada about 1632 and 
for a brief time visited the Indians on 
this side of the Niagara River. The first 
known inhabitants, of course, were the 
Indians. They were of the Wenro and 
Neuter nations, both of whom were 
later annihilated by the Iroquois. 


One of the Neuter tribes was the 
Eries, whose name meant ‘Cat’ and 
who later were absorbed by the Senecas. 
The names of all these early Indian 
tribes are still found throughout a 
wide area in the State as names of 
towns, roads, buildings, and other pub- 
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lic facilities. No name, however, has 
maintained more prominence than that 
of the defeated Eries, whose name is 
preserved in that of a New York county, 
a great lake with a busy port along its 
Pennsylvania shore, as well as towns, 
schools, and commercial enterprises. 


It might be interesting to go back to 
the very beginning of what was to be- 
come West Seneca. In 1683 what is 
now the State of New York was created 
with 10 counties, one of which was 
Albany. In 1772 Montgomery County 
was taken from Albany. This new 
county was called “Tryon” for about 
two years. It was a large area compris- 
ing much of the central and western 
parts of the State. Ontario County, in 
turn, was formed from Montgomery in 
1789 and contained much of the west- 
ern part of the State. In 1802 Genesee 
County was separated from Ontario, 
comprising that part of the State lying 
west of the Genesee River and extend- 
ing south. Again, in 1808, Niagara 
County was taken from Genesee, en- 
compassing a territory north of the 
Cattaraugus Creek and what is now 
Erie County, which was created on 
April 2, 1821. Neighboring Cattarau- 
gus and Chautauqua Counties were 
erected at the same time as Niagara 
County. 

The county seat of Erie was Buffalo. 
In 1818 the Town of Amherst was sepa- 
rated from Buffalo, and again changed 
when Cheektowaga became an inde- 
pendent town in 1829. As the popula- 
tion grew, however, Cheektowaga was 
also divided, and with parts of two 
other towns, Hamburgh and East 
Hamburgh (present Orchard Park), 
another town was erected — Seneca, or 
West Seneca as it was soon named, in 
1851. 


Because West Seneca lies totally in 


what was the Buffalo Creek Indian 
Reservation, its history is closely related 
to the remnants of the League of the 
Iroquois after the American Revolu- 
tion. The League had supported the 
British, therefore, their vast holdings 
in New York State were lost, and they 
were placed on reservations. The Buf- 
falo Creek Indian Reservation, the 
largest in Western New York, stretched 
north and south of the traditional home 
of the Senecas and Buffalo Creek. Even 
though their land was included in the 
sale of land to the Holland Land Com- 
pany, no land from the reservation 
could be sold unless the Indians, as a 
tribe, agreed to that sale. 

The Holland Land Company sold 
plots on both sides, so when Erie 
County was formed this wide barrier 
stretched across it. Few roads crossed 
the reservation. Col. Samuel Ogden, 
along with other local land speculators, 
bought up the Holland Land Company 
holdings about 1835. At that time the 
Indians were persuaded to dispose of 
the Buffalo Creek Indian Reservation. 
So by the 1840's most of the Senecas had 
moved to the Cattaraugus Indian Res- 
ervation in southwest Erie County, 
leaving their fertile farm lands ready for 
easy sale to white purchasers who found 
themselves having trouble with good 
land titles because of the Indian treaty 
of sale. 


In 1829 a small mission church had 
been erected near the Buffalo city line 
at Cazenovia Creek, which was still 
occupied by the Senecas. Today, the 
Buffum Street Cemetery, at the location 
of this church, is the site of many early 
Indian burials. 


Of great interest and value to not 
only the history of Western New York, 
but the United States as well, was the 
arrival of the ‘“Ebenezers” in the 1840's. 
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This was a group of German Lutherans 
who had rebelled against the ritualistic 
forms of their church in Germany, and 
were much persecuted because of this 
stand. The protestors were known as 
the “Communion of True Inspiration.” 
They refused to send their children to 
the regular schools; they also refused 
military service or any taking of oaths 
in this respect. As a result they were 
given the option of returning to their 
rightful church or leaving the country. 


This edict resulted in the migration 
of the group in 1830. For awhile they 
moved about Europe, joined by mem- 
bers from Switzerland and sympathizers 
from other European countries. The 
leadership of these people had gradu- 
ally devolved on a young, 24-year old 
carpenter named Christian Metz. 


In 1842 Metz and three companions 
came to America, landing in New York 
on October 27, 1842. After only a few 
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Ebenezer General Store, Seneca Street and Mill Road. 


days the men came on to Albany, then 
by way of the Erie Barge Canal to Buf- 
falo. After looking over several pro- 
spective sites the men were most im- 
pressed with the recently vacated Buf- 
falo Creek Reservation and decided to 
settle there after proper arrangements 
could be made. They made a tentative 
sales contract for the purchase of 5,000 
acres of land at $10.50 an acre. 

The track was bounded roughly on 
the south by Seneca Street and on the 
north by the Buffalo Creek valley. The 
area was then known as Indian Church 
and contained several buildings, several 
sawmills, many Indian cabins, and 
quite a bit of cultivated land. There 
were still to be difficulties, however. 
There was no clear title available for 
the land as had been expected, as this 
was still officially Indian territory. Not 
until all this was settled were the “In- 
spirationists” able to begin making 
their own villages on the tract. 
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The first houses were built on the 
north side of Clinton Street from 
Union Road, and four hamlets were 
established — Middle Ebenezer, Upper 
Ebenezer, Lower Ebenezer, and New 
Ebenezer. The newcomers adopted the 
name of ‘“‘Ebenezers” and so remained 
known throughout their stay in the 
area. 

More than 800 of these people came 
to America from Germany between 
April 1843 and October 1845. There 
life was of a communal type, well ac- 
cepted in Germany, but soon rejected 
in America where many of the restric- 
tions were unnecessary or very difficult 
to live up to. 

The Ebenezers were excellent farm- 
ers and skilled craftsmen. They were 
good citizens, but they were not totally 
happy in their new settlements. The 
proximity of Buffalo placed temptation 
for a more worldly life with the 
younger members of the group. There 
was friction among the Ebenezers and 
other German immigrants who had 
come to Buffalo and were living under 
more pleasant conditions than many of 
the Ebenezers. Some of the group left 
the society to live the more worldly 
life. Others remained in Western New 
York when the entire communal group 
planned to move west. 

The loyal Ebenezers therefore began 
selling their land in 1857, but sales 
were slow, and it was not until 1864 
that all were cleared and the Ebenezers 
moved on to Amana, Iowa, where they 
set up their hamlets, and still carry on 
certain parts of the original communal 
plan of the 1840's. 


The sect abandoned Upper and New 
Ebenezer in 1861, Lower Ebenezer in 
1863, and Middle Ebenezer in 1864. 
The Ebenezer Post Office retained the 
name of Ebenezer but moved to the 


lower village to become what is the 
Village of Ebenezer today. A new post 
office, called Gardenville, was opened 
at Middle Ebenezer, and Upper Ebe- 
nezer became Blossom, in the present 
Town of Elma. 

On October 16, 1851, the New York 
State Legislature created the Town of 
Seneca. Because the Erie County 
Board of Supervisors met infrequently, 
it was not until December 1851 that the 
new town became official. Almost im- 
mediately a new legislative act changed 
the name Seneca to West Seneca to 
avoid confusion with a Town of Seneca 
in eastern New York State. A town 
board was organized, with the first 
town meeting held in the home of 
Morgan S. Whitney on March 2, 1852. 
The first supervisor elected was Levi 
Ballou, and Morgan Whitney was made 
the first town clerk. 

After the formal organization of the 
town many improvements could be 
noted. For one thing, better roads were 
built, and the town was divided into 
road districts. After 1875 there was a 
15-year period when many roads were 
widened and surfaced, especially those 
leading more or less directly between 
Buffalo and Aurora. The history of 
West Seneca ever since this time has 
been one of vast improvements in its 
roads. Streets were Jaid out and paved, 
and several older streets were extended 
to greater lengths. 


Of necessity, several bridges were 
erected over Buffalo Creek and _ its 
tributaries. The first of these were 
crude and made of wood, but in 1875 
there is the first mention of a bridge 
built of iron. The Town Seal portrays 
one of the early covered bridges over 
Buffalo Creek. In 1911-12 a bridge was 
erected at Lewis Park and another at 
Mineral Spring Road. In 1925 there 


was a new bridge at Mill Road and in 
1930 another small bridge over Ebe- 
nezer Brook. Through the years some 
of these bridges have been strength- 
ened, several more modern structures 
have been built, and when the railroads 
came through they, too, built bridges 
where necessary. 

At one early town meeting, $15 was 
appropriated for an animal pound. The 
first poundmaster was Irah Durel. It 
was at about this time, also, that it was 
required that taverns or “Publick 
Houses,” as they were then called, must 
be licensed. 

Until 1869 the town’s population 
was such that there was one election 
district to cover West Seneca, but with 
the normal growth of population, it 
was necessary to establish many more. 
The first voting machines were issued 
in 1904. 


The town grew in other ways also. 
In 1893 the first gas line was laid in the 
community, and from that time on has 
been extended and improved as condi- 
tions demanded. At first this was used 
for street lighting purposes, and it was 
not until 1911 that the town put gas in 
its own town buildings for light and 
fuel. With the installation of electricity 
all of this was greatly changed. Water 
mains were laid early in the town’s his- 
tory also. In 1941 it was noted that 
1,531 feet of new water mains were in- 
stalled. Today the Erie County Water 
Authority serves the residents and in- 
dustries of West Seneca, along with 
nearly every other part of Erie County. 


Sewers were installed early in the 
more populated sections of central and 
western West Seneca. With the rapid 
increase in population, garbage collec- 
tion soon became a problem. A dis- 
posal plant was erected in 1928, and the 
next year the town was divided into 


new garbage collection districts. In 
1945 a town incinerator was installed, 
to be replaced in 1948. This service has 
necessarily been steadily improved since 
that time, and today there is even a 
newer method of garbage disposal be- 
ing tried in the town. 

There have been several railroads in 
the history of West Seneca. The Le- 
high and Lake Erie came through in 
this century. The Pennsylvania was 
brought through in 1906 and this line, 
now the Penn-Central, is the main line 
through the town. 

There was an electric street railroad 
that came through West Seneca after 
1892. This was called the Buffalo and 
East Aurora Electric Railroad and was 
a main type of transportation through 
the area for many years. Less and less 
in demand as the automobile became 
more popular, it was finally discon- 
tinued. In 1939 the Buffalo Transit 
Company started a bus route through 
the area replacing the old electric serv- 
ice, and this is still in operation. 
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Vigilant Fire Co. No. 1 built in 1909. 


West Seneca is served by six volun- 
teer fire departments. An early men- 
tion of such a service was the formation 
of a Hook and Ladder Company at 
Gardenville and Union Road in 1887. 
In 1896 the Union Fire Company was 
organized, and in 1904 the Seneca Hose 
Company began with a new fire alarm 
system installed the next year. The East 
Seneca Fire Company was organized in 
1916. A new townwide fire alarm and 
siren system was inaugurated in 1931, 
and in 1935 the sixth fire district was 
established. These companies are all 
equipped with modern trucks and all 
other devices necessary for adequate 
protection in their districts and beyond 
when such an emergency may arise. 

There is a well organized central 
school district encompassing West Sen- 
eca, parts of Orchard Park and Cheek- 
towaga. Several elementary and high 
schools have been built with due at- 
tention being given vocational and 
other special branches of education. A 
branch of Houghton College recently 
has been located near the South Gate 
Plaza, in an old amusement park area 
on Union Road, south of Seneca Street. 


A small, free library was installed in 
the town in 1935 which was included 
when the Buffalo and Erie County Li- 
brary system provided services to the 
libraries of towns of Erie County by 
contract thus creating one large sys- 
tem in 1954. A new library building 
was erected in 1960 on Union Road. 
Now it is barely adequate due to its 
wide patronage and for the thousands 
of books on its shelves that are necessary 
for use by West Seneca’s increased 
population. 

A small Roman Catholic Church was 
built on Ridge Road in 1850, when the 
present City of Lackawanna was still 
part of the Town of West Seneca. In 


this the Rev. Thomas F. Hines said 
Mass. When this was replaced in 1873, 
the new church was called St. Patrick’s. 
An orphanage had been built near the 
church in 1864, also under Father 
Hines’ supervision. In 1849 a boys’ 
orphanage had been organized in Buf- 
falo but was moved to West Seneca in 
1872. It was there that Rev. Nelson 
Baker assisted Father Hines and later 
became the supervisor of the orphanage 
as well as the parish priest for St. Pat- 
rick’s. 

Other institutions followed; a new 
Protectory building was completed in 
1897, and this was later combined with 
the Working Boys Home in Buffalo for 
older boys approaching an age when 
they would be seeking employment and 
self-support. An Infant Home _ was 
added in 1906 and Our Lady of Victory 
Hospital in 1919, first a maternity hos- 
pital, now one of the Buffalo area’s best 
general hospitals. The beautiful Basil- 
ica, called ‘“The National Shrine of Our 
Lady of Victory’ was opened in 1926 
and has become known and loved by 
people of all faiths and nationalities 
throughout the world. By this time, 
this area was part of the City of Lacka- 
wanna. 

Another enterprise that today is 
world known is the Bethlehem Steel 
Company. Established on West Sen- 
eca’s Limestone Hill in 1900, this small 
company has grown into a vast complex 
of plants employing many thousands of 
men and women. In 1909, as the result 
of the Bethlehem Steel industry and its 
needs for special services, the City of 
Lackawanna was formed from western 
West Seneca. 


Twenty-five years ago West Seneca 
could be said to have been divided into 
three distinct sections: an urban part 
near the Buffalo city line, a suburban 


Clock shop and watchmaker, Indian Church Road. 


section along Union Road, and a more 
rural area along Cayuga, Buffalo, and 
Cazenovia Creeks to Transit Road. 
Today this is not true. There are well 
preserved homes that go back to the 
days of the Ebenezers. The biggest 
share of the modern residential dis- 
tricts are in central and western parts 
of the town, but more and more in- 
dustries are locating here with their 
workers settling, when possible, near 
the work source. 

There are several large companies 
now operating in West Seneca, among 
them the Madison Wire Co., Inc. on 
Indian Church Road; the Atlantic Tug 
& Equipment Co., Inc. on Union Road; 
the Great Lakes Pipe Co., Inc. on Ohio 
Street. The Iroquois Gas Company 
now has a West Seneca branch. There 
is a huge shopping plaza on Union 
Road called the “South Gate Plaza,” 
and the Seneca Mall near the Thruway 
exit on Ridge Road. Business enter- 
prises are in an industrial park spon- 
sored by the Town of West Seneca, a 
rather new venture and one of the few 
in the State. It is admirably situated 
near the Penn-Central Railroad and is 
being well received. 


An important newcomer to West 
Seneca within the last decade is the 


West Seneca State School for the men- 
tally retarded. This is located on East 
and West Road east of Route 277 and 
west of U.S. Route 20. This is a State 
residential school and hospital for men- 
tally retarded persons in need of insti- 
tutional care from early childhood to 
adult ages, under the direction of the 
New York State Department of Mental 
Hygiene. 


There are two other units which 
work in conjunction with the West 
Seneca school — one is in Perrysburg 
in the old J. N. Adams Hospital, the 
other is a residence for women in East 
Aurora. Many of West Seneca residents 
were moved here from a similar insti- 
tution in Newark, New York. 


The West Seneca school was opened 
in 1962 and serves eight counties. Resi- 
dents must come only from these coun- 
ties unless some specific arrangement 
is made for their admission. 


Excellent medical, dental, and psy- 
chological care by doctors of high 
standing are administered at the school, 
and all other members of the staff are 
fully trained. There is a large nursing 
staff with men and women on duty at 
all hours. 


There is an education department 
where residents receive training accord- 
ing to their abilities with an emphasis 
on help for skills, safety, personal re- 
lationships, good health habits, emo- 
tional stability, social attitudes, and 
work habits and responsibilities. There 
are physical and occupational therapy 
departments and a recreation program 
fitted to the needs and interests of resi- 
dents. Some of these recreations in- 
clude bowling, swimming, basketball 
and baseball, a glee club, movies, 
dances, games, bus trips, and other spe- 
cial events. There are specified recrea- 


tion areas, both indoor and out, for 
these activities. 

There are chaplains of three faiths— 
Roman Catholic, Jewish, and Protes- 
tant — who hold weekly religious serv- 
ices as well as religious education classes 
during the week. 


Members of a social service depart- 
ment work with parents and others re- 
lated to residents, or in any way in- 
volved in their admission, residence, or 
discharge from the school. The institu- 
tion is also used as a training center for 
students of medicine, education, nurs- 
ing, physical and occupational therapy, 
and social services. 

West Seneca, which for many years 
showed little growth, has gone ahead at 
a tremendous rate of growth in both 
housing and industry since World War 


II. In 1960 its population was_a little 
over 33,000. The 1970 census showed 
it as having over 48,000 residents. 


So, West Seneca today is a most in- 
teresting town. It is ambitious in its 
efforts to obtain new industry, its resi- 
dential areas have grown with amazing 
speed during just the last few years. It 
is serviced by all the utilities, as well 
as by adequate, efficiently trained fire 
and police departments. Transporta- 
tion through the town is excellent, with 
both State and County roads, as well as 
good, well paved streets in all sections 
of the town. There are excellent shop- 
ping facilities, good schools, and many 
churches. West Seneca today is a bust- 
ling, modern industrial and residential 
center, a leader in both the County and 
State. 


Published by 


THE BUFFALO AND ERIE COUNTY HISTORICAL SOCIETY 


in commemoration of 


THE ERIE COUNTY SESQUICENTENNIAL 


1971 


The Buffalo and Erie County Historical Society 
disclaims responsibility for the statements, whether 
of fact or opinion, made by the author. 


